Use of benzodiazepines in primary-care geriatric patients.
From a sample of 257 elderly patients, 93 subjects who had received benzodiazepine (mainly diazepam) prescriptions for one or more years were interviewed about their subjective perception of the drug's effects and their attitudes regarding its use. The subjects were predominantly women: mean age was 72 years. All subjects had begun use of benzodiazepine more than two years earlier, although some had since stopped using the drug; more than a third had used it for more than six years. About half of the subjects said they took no more of the drug than had been initially prescribed, and three quarters reported they took the medications only when a need was felt. The principal indication for use of benzodiazepines was described as tension. Those who were still taking the drug at the time of interview were more likely to live alone and to say that they had the same problems as when they began its use. None of the subjects who had discontinued use of the drugs had been aware of withdrawal symptoms, and there was no evidence that any subject had become addicted, although several expressed a fear of this. It appears that in this age group, prolonged use of benzodiazepine at low doses, with the patients regulating the quantity, is safe and may be helpful. Most subjects, even if not helped, always kept some of the drug at home in case they might need it.